Appendix 2: Write-a-thon instructions

ComSciCon-Triangle 2016 Write-A-Thon Instructions
The Prompt: Every attendee will be required to produce a piece of original science communication. Each piece will go through an expert-led review session to refine the work prior to pitching. We hope that you will then submit your polished pieces to our media partners for possible publication! Here are some guidelines:
• Choose a potential target publication before you start writing (see below for list of publication partners). This will help you think about your audience as you craft your piece • Don't just write about a topic-try to tell a story (use the narrative arc, include compelling characters, etc.) • Aim for about 500-800 words • Attendees may produce multimedia instead of a written piece. Though we are best equipped to assist with written pieces, keynote speaker Joe Palca will be available as an expert reviewer. If you choose to produce a multimedia piece, please let the Write-A-Thon coordinators know (comscicon.triangle+write@gmail.com) • While publication is not required, all attendees are required to participate in the Write-A-Thon (attending both days of the workshop, submitting drafts on time, participating in peer review session) in order for their deposits to be refunded.
The Publication Partners:
• Note: Your local university also has research blogs or graduate student blogs you may be able to contribute to.
The Timeline: Prior to Day 1 of Workshop
• Read at least one example of a good popular science translation of an empirical journal article.
• Read through at least 5 articles from the publication partner you are targeting. Take note of their style, voice, and audience.
• Brainstorm at least 3 potential topics that you want to write about.
Workshop Day 1
• Meet with review groups to pitch your potential topics, decide which you want to write about, and draft opening paragraphs.
Between Day 1 and Day 2
• First drafts uploaded to your group's Dropbox folder • Be sure to include the publication partner you are targeting in your header.
• Save your file as: LastName_FirstName_GroupLetter.doc • Read and edit the other pieces of those attendees in your group
Workshop Day 2
• Bring a laptop with your groupmates' drafts downloaded. Try to read your groupmates' drafts ahead of time.
• Expert-led peer review session over lunch.
After Workshop
• Revise your drafts following peer and expert feedback.
• Submit for publication!
The Peer Review Guidelines:
• You have been assigned to a group of 3-4 ComSciCon attendees to critique each other's work.
• Good comments are precise, focused on the needs of the audience, and actionable. Avoid comments that are too vague ("This is awkward"), too personal ("I don't like it"), or too improbable ("You should really include the impact of this work on opera singers"). Also avoid attempting to re-write the article because it "sounds better".
• Look for strengths as well as weaknesses. It is always helpful to hear what you are doing well in addition to what you need to work on.
• Take into account where the writer imagines their article will be published. An article written for Science, for example, can handle more technical language than one written for Discover.
• Does the opening draw the reader into the story, making them eager to read the rest?
• Are there too many details? Can anything be left out without harming the reader's understanding of the story? • Does the story have a good flow, one paragraph leading into the next? Could there be better transitions? • Does the writer include too much technical jargon that is only understandable to a specialist? If so, how could the jargon be reworded to make it more accessible? Can you suggest possible metaphors or analogies? • The story should not be trying to teach science. If so, how might the science be explained along the way, rather than stopping the flow of the story to insert definitions or explanations? • If there are quotes in the story, are they interesting and compelling? Do they back up the story's important points? If not, would it be better to paraphrase the source's information? • Are there opportunities to humanize the story-to not just report the scientific results but also include how the scientists arrived at their finding? Find the riveting backstory. Set a scene if possible.
• If the story is purely theoretical, what makes the science inherently interesting? Is there a historical angle that might be included to provide added context? • Did the story leave any major questions unanswered?
• Does the story tell us how the finding might affect the audience? Are there further implications or next steps to take?
The Pitching Guidelines for Final Drafts (after peer and expert review):
• Email pitches with "Pitch" or "Query" and a suggestion for a headline in the subject line • Grab the editor with a lead-in that shows what a fantastic idea you've got and what a fantastic writer you are. Then you can briefly state the qualifications that make you perfect for the assignment. If you have other writing clips, include links to them! • Try to find good multimedia (pictures, videos, etc.) to go with your story • Do you best to add a good headline to your story • The most common mistake is pitching a topic, as opposed to a story • Do your homework first! Make sure you know what type of writing/stories your target usually publishes • Successful pitchers don't lead with their own desires or credentials. Instead, they focus on what's amazing about a story and how the story would fit into what the publication is trying to do.
• Tell the editor why your angle is fresh, or why you are uniquely suited to tell the story
